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Deeper Roots – Lesson 2 – Revelation 2 – The Churches at Ephesus, Smyrna and Pergamum 

 

The Book of Revelation (“apokalupis” – unveil) is important because it is the last inspired book of the 
Bible to be written and is rightly positioned as the New Testament’s final book. As the New Testament 
opens with the four Gospels relating to the first coming of Christ, so the Book of Revelation closes the 
New Testament with the general theme of the second coming of Christ. The Book of Revelation is also 
the climax of many lines of revelation running through both Testaments, and it brings to conclusion the 
revelation of many prophecies yet to be fulfilled.  (BKC) 
      
Revelation 1:1-8        The Disciple John writes the book of Revelation around 95 A.D.  

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave [Jesus] to show to his servants the things that 
must soon take place. [God] made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who bore witness 
to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. 3 Blessed is the one who 
reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who keep what is written in 
it, for the time is near. 

8 “ I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is and who was and who is to come, the 
Almighty.” 

• Jesus Christ is no longer just a Baby in Bethlehem or a Man of Sorrows crowned with thorns. He 
is now the Lord of glory.  (BKC) 

   

Revelation 1:20                             Vision of the Son of Man  

 20 As for the mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand, and the seven 
golden lampstands, the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven 
lampstands are the seven churches. 
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Ten Periods of Roman Persecution of the Christian Church 
 

1. Nero      54 – 68 A.D.        Paul Beheaded 
2. Domitian    81 – 96 A.D.       John Exiled on Patmos 
3. Trajan   104 – 117              Early Church leader Ignatius killed (lions) 
4. Marcus Aurelius  161 – 180              Informers received property of condemned Christians 
5. Severus   200 – 211              Origen’s father beheaded, Irenaeus beheaded 
6. Maximinus                  235 – 237              Pammachius + 40 – beheaded and displayed on gates 
7. Decius   250 – 253              Pastors of Rome, Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandra 
8. Valerian   257 – 260              Cyprian of Carthage beheaded 
9. Aurelian  270 – 275              Persecution edicts, but not carried out 
10. Diocletian  303 – 313              Horrible persecution  

 

 

The Roman Emperors during the time of the New Testament   (Julius Caesar assassinated March 15, 44 B.C.) 

1. Caesar Augustus  31 B.C. – 17 A.D.      Jesus born (5 B.C.)  Pax Romana (27 B.C. – 180 A.D.) 
2. Tiberius  14 – 37 A.D.            Jesus crucified (30 or 33 A.D.)  
3. Caligula  37 – 41 A.D.            Early Church growth; Per Philo-Statue in Temple? 
4. Claudius  41 – 54 A.D.            Missions of Paul, Disciple James martyred (44 A.D.) 
5. Nero    54 – 68 A.D.            Missions of Paul, Paul beheaded  (Nero died at age 30) 
6. Galba   68 - 69 A.D.            Jewish Revolt (66 A.D. – 70 A.D.) 
7. Otho, Vitellius  69 A.D.    
8. Vespasian  69 - 79 A.D.           Jerusalem and temple destroyed (70 A.D.) 
9. Titus   79 – 81 A.D.           Titus completed the Colosseum 
10. Domitian  81 – 96 A.D.           John exiled (released after Domitian’s death) 
11. Nerva   96 – 98 A.D. 
12. Trajan   98 – 117 A.D.           Church leader Ignatius of Antioch killed (107 A.D.) 
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Various Gods of the Romans and Greeks 

Jupiter Chief god  Greek: Zeus    Wife: Juno (Greek: Hera) 
Mars War god Greek: Ares     Second strongest god. 
Venus Goddess of love  Julius Caesar claimed her as an ancestor. 
Neptune God the sea   Future Disney star ☺  Greek: Poseidon  
Vulcan God of underworld Volcanos and blacksmiths 
Diana  Goddess of hunting and moon Greek: Artemis  (sister of Apollo) 
Bacchus God of wine and partying  Greek: Dionysus 
Mithras  God of light  “life-giver”  Popular with army, all male, temples in caves 
Apollo Greek/Roman god of music 

and sun 
He was the god of the sun, music, truth and prophecy, healing, 
and light, plague, poetry, and more.  (brother of Artemis) 

Imperial 
Cult 

Past and present emperors Roman senate deified Augustus.  Others claimed deity: 
Caligula, Nero, Domitian (claimed title “lord and god”).  
Vespasian treated it lightly.   

 

     
Jupiter/Zeus 
Chief god 

Lightening/eagle 

Mars 
War god 

Shield/spear 

Venus 
Love goddess 
Myrtle/roses 

Neptune/Poseidon 
Sea god 
Trident 

Vulcan 
Underworld god 

Hammer/fire 
 

     
Diana/Artemis 

Fertility/hunt/wisdom 
Deer/Cypress/Moon 

Bacchus/Dionysus 
Wine god 

Grapes/cup 

Mithras 
Light/life god 
Killing a bull 

Apollo 
Sun god /Music 

Lyre 

Imperial Cult 
Emperor worship 

Various 

Two (2) Churches out of Seven (7) – No Rebuke!  

Ephesus,   Smyrna,   Pergamum,   Thyatira,   Sardis,   Philadelphia,   Laodicea 

General outline of each church’s letter: 

Church 
 

Description 
of Christ  

Commendation 
 

  Rebuke 
 

  Solution 
 

Consequences 
 

You have ears?    
Listen to the HS! 

Promise for 
Conquerors 

Domitian 
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Revelation 2:1-7       To the Church in Ephesus (52 A.D. – started?  62 A.D. – Paul’s Letter,   95 A.D. – John’s Letter) 

“To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right 
hand, who walks among the seven golden lampstands. 

2 “‘I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and how you cannot bear with those who 
are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false. 3 I 
know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name's sake, and you have not grown weary. 

 4 But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you had at first. 5 Remember therefore 
from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and 
remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent. 6 Yet this you have: you hate the works of the 
Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 7 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To 
the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.’ 

                 

Ephesus was one of the largest and most impressive cities in the ancient world, a political, religious, and 
commercial center in Asia Minor. Associated with the ministries of Paul, Timothy, and the Apostle John [also 
Priscilla, Aquila, Apollos, and Tychicus] the city played a significant role in the spread of early Christianity. 
Ephesus and its inhabitants are mentioned more than 20 times in the NT.  Under the Romans, Ephesus thrived, 
reaching the pinnacle of its greatness during the first and second centuries of the Christian era. At the time of Paul, 
Ephesus was probably the fourth largest city in the world, with a population estimated at 250,000. During the 
reign of the emperor Hadrian (117 A.D. – 138 A.D.), Ephesus was designated the capital of the Roman province of 
Asia. The grandeur of the ancient city is evident in the remains uncovered by archaeologists, including the ruins of 
the Artemision (the Temple of Artemis), the civic agora, the temple of Domitian, gymnasiums, public baths, a 
theater with seating for 25,000, a library, and the commercial agora, as well as several streets and private 
residences. (Holman)  Ephesus was the home of many sacred temples to the gods, including some to the emperors.  
The power of the pagan god cult is seen in the riot of Acts 19:23-24 where Demetrius the silversmith chants “Great 
is Artemis of the Ephesians.”  The imperial cult thrived too.  Under Domitian, Ephesus was named “warden” or 
guardian of the imperial cult (called a “temple keeper”), and a temple to Domitian was built.  (Baker)    

              .. 

 

 

• To Ephesus. The city’s landmark was the temple of Artemis, the goddess of fertility and hunting 
(Roman – goddess Diana).  The temple was 425 feet long and 220 feet wide (1.6x’s the size of a 
football field) and was considered one of the Seven Wonders of the World.  The economy of 

Domitian – 81 – 96 AD The Temple of Artemis Statue of Artemis 

Public Restrooms in Ephesus     The 25,000 seat theater in Ephesus goddess Nike 

This is what Lord Jesus says…  pay attention! 
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Ephesus relied heavily on the temple’s activity and the sale of “Artemis idols” (see statue above -
Acts 19).  The round objects around her midsection are said to be breasts, bull testicles, eggs or 
even fruit dates.  The “date tree” was a symbol for the goddess Artemis.   

o Because of the “money” that flowed through these temples in large metropolitan areas, the 
Temple of Artemis became a banking center for the region.   

• Angels…Two prevalent interpretations exist for the meaning of “angel” in verse one.  Christ is 
telling John to write to the actual “angel” or heavenly guardian of the church or he could be 
addressing the human representative of the church or “pastor.”   

o I contend John is writing to the “pastor” or bishop of each church.  Per the NAC, the notion 
of pastor is supported because there is a logical problem as to why John is taking Christ’s 
message to an angel.  Secondly, how would a real “angel” communicate this message to its 
prospective church and thirdly, there is no other biblical evidence of an angel delivering an 
“epistolary” message in the Bible.  There is some extra-biblical evidence that the Greek 
word “aggelos” is used to represent a human messenger rather than a spirit messenger.  
One cannot, however, be dogmatic either way according to the evidence provided.   

• The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven golden 
lampstands…per the NAC, the words “hold” (kraton) and “walk” (peripaton) are both present 
active participles, indicating that the action of the Lord is continual.  Kraton has the sense of 
“grasping or exercising power” and peripaton has the sense of “walking about.”  (BDAG: to use 
one’s hands to establish a close contact)  He is fully cognizant of all that is transpiring in the 
churches!  This may favor the notion of “pastors” over “angels.” 

o Per MacArthur NT Commentary, How can the ever-living One who transcends time, 
space and history die?  The apostle Peter reveals that answer in 1 Peter 3:18:  “Christ was 
put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit. ”  He died in His incarnate humanness 
as the perfect sacrifice for sin, but now has come to life and lives forever “according to the 
power of an indestructible life.”  

o “ the words of Him” (ESV) ὅδε This pronoun (this, these) is used only ten times in the NT, 
eight of which are in the expression τάδε λέγει. The force of this expression is always 
anticipatory: “He says the following [things].” Seven of the eight are used in the 
Apocalypse, all of which are in the messages to the churches. The pronoun is used to add 
solemnity to the prophetic utterance that follows (Wallace). 

� As BDAG 553 points out, this formula was used by Persian kings as well as OT 
prophets n authoritative decrees, meaning “this is what ___ says”  (Muse per Wallace). 

• “ I know your works”… cogitates intuitive knowledge.  Christ is intimately aware of everything 
going on in each of these Revelation churches.   

• The Church at Ephesus was a strong church, steeped in biblical doctrine.  Their knowledge of the 
Scriptures enabled them to discern false teachers.  The church is commended for its labor, its 
patient endurance, their strong stance against evil (today’s church?), and their exposure of false 
teachers.  See Acts 20:29:  Beware of fierce (savage) wolves…not sparing the flock.  Per the NAC, 
this church was a diligent, hardworking church characterized by great patience in the apostolic 
endeavor, a love for moral purity, and an unquestioned orthodoxy.  It is a picture of a near perfect 
congregation.     

• But….the love you had at first. Unfortunately, there is no known historical significance of this 
rebuke to the city of Ephesus (as we will see in other churches).  One interpretation is that Ephesus 
had lost its early love for Christ. Another interpretation is that Ephesian believers had lost their 
love for one another and needed to revive the compassionate works you did at first. Many 
interpreters think both are in view, since love for Christ and love for one another are related (cf. 
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Mark 12:29–31; 1 John 4:20).  Probably the former carries more weight based upon Christ’s 
recommendations.    The church had lost its motivation and priority.   

o Per the NAC, the “maintenance” of their success became more important than the 
“motivation” for service – namely the love of Christ.  They had “lost” the experience of 
their new birth, the release of the burden of sin and the elation that they were for the first 
time, right with God.  Their former service to the King that was motivated by gratitude and 
pure love had waned.    

Mark 12:29-31  …Love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength…and you shall love your 
neighbor as yourself…there is no other commandment greater than these. 
• Μετανόησον – metanoason – “repent”…per Baker, this is the basic NT term for a change of heart, 

involving repudiation of the past as well as embrace of a new lifestyle.  Of the eleven uses in 
revelation, seven are in these letters addressing every city with a spiritual weakness, so it is the 
key verb telling how each church should respond to its spiritual problem.  The form this 
repentance must take is not so much a new turn, but a return to the past.  The Ephesians needed to 
“reenter” their past experience of “first love.” 

• Remove your lampstand means that both in the near future and when Christ returns, they would 
lose their status as a church and Christ would treat them like apostate Israel. (ESV) 

o Per Patterson, neither God nor His kingdom is endangered by the removal of a church, 
even one as successful and strategic as Ephesus.  Improper motivation for noble work can 
only precipitate judgment.  After refocusing on the exciting, initial days of service to 
Christ, these Ephesian believers are commanded to “repent.”   

o “If” – 3 rd class conditional Greek sentence…uncertainty with probability.   
• Nicolaitans. Obviously a heretical Christian sect, but not identifiable with certainty from NT or 

extra-biblical evidence. Like the prophet Balaam, they seduced God’s people to participate in 
idolatry and sexual immorality (vv. 14–15), perhaps disguising antinomian license (faith alone 
with no need of obeying any rules) as freedom in Christ (see 1 Cor. 6:12–20; 8:1–11:1).  Also, they 
believed one must indulge in sin to understand it, but a person’s sin did not “touch” the spirit.  (ESV)  

o Clement of Alexandria (200 A.D.) who once said about the Nicolaitans: “They abandon 
themselves to pleasure like goats, leading a life of self-indulgence.”  

• ἀκουσάτω – akousato – “let him hear”  the third person imperative is normally translated Let him 
do, etc. This is easily confused in English with a permissive idea. Its force is more akin to he 
must, however, or periphrastically, I command him to … 

• the one who conquers. Victory is the objective in a Christian’s spiritual warfare. The Lion of 
Judah conquered as a slain Lamb, redeeming people for God from every nation (5:5, 9). Believers 
who hold to their testimony conquer the dragon (12:11) and the beast (15:2). (ESV) 

o The Greek word for “conquers” is “nikao” and is instructive, derived from the name of the 
Greek goddess of victory - Nike 

• tree of life. Access to this tree in Eden, and the eternal life it promised to the pure, was banned 
after humanity’s fall (Gen. 3:22–24). It reappears in the new Jerusalem (new heaven at the end of 
time), its roots watered by living water from God’s throne, its fruit a constant source of 
nourishment, and its leaves bringing healing to the city’s inhabitants whose names appear in the 
Lamb’s book of life (Rev. 22:1–2) (ESV Study Bible). 

o The “tree shrine” was a special holy place in the worship of Artemis.  Evidence suggests 
that it was, in fact, the most sacred of all the parts of the famous temple shrine and may 
have been spoken of as the “tree of life.”  (NAC) 

o Tree…Xulon means “wood” or “cross.”  Possible connection to the cross of Christ.   
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o Paradise.  Paradeios appears only 3 times in Scripture and refers to heaven.  See the thief 
on the cross (Luke 23:43) and Paul’s description of the seventh heaven (2 Cor. 12:2-4). 
   

Church 
 

Verse 
 

Christ  
 

Commendation 
 

Rebuke 
 

Solution 
 

Consequence 
 

Promise for 
Conquerors 
 

Ephesus 
 

2:1–7 
 

holds the seven stars in 
his right hand; walks 
among the seven golden 
lampstands 

doctrinal 
vigilance and 
endurance 
 

loss of 
first 
love 
 

remember, repent, 
and do the works 
done at first 

removal of 
their 
lampstand 
 

will be given the 
tree of life in 
paradise to eat 
 

           

 

Per Baker’s summary of the letter’s to the churches, each reader in the individual city is reminded of the 
extent to which they are part of this world, for their churches all too often resemble their cities.  This builds on 
the NT pattern of teaching in which believers are called to be citizens of heaven more than earth (Phil. 3:17-21), 
seeking heavenly more than earthly treasure (Matt. 6:19-20), and considering themselves to be “aliens and 
strangers” on this earth (1 Peter 1:1, 17, 2:11).   

…    

 

Street from theater to the harbor Hadrian’s temple, reigned 117-138 AD Domitian’s Temple – reigned 81-96 AD 

Statue of Artemis – 
Ephesus Museum 

Parts of Domitian 
statue – Ephesus  

All that remains of the Temple of 
Artemis outside of Ephesus is a single 

column constructed from different 
fragments discovered around 1869.  

When I visited this site in June 2015, it 
was “sitting” in a flooded field.   

Panoramic View of the Library of Celsus, looking 
down the Marble Road to the Great Theatre.   
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Smyrna was a beautiful city of Asia Minor during the time of John’s exile.  Izmir, the 3rd largest 
city in modern Turkey (2.9 million people) is currently built on the ruble of the ancient city.  The city has 
almost 4,000 years of recorded history.  In 133 BC, when Eumenes III, the last king of the Attalid dynasty 
of Pergamum, was about to die without an heir, he bequeathed his kingdom to the Roman Republic in his 
will, and this included Smyrna. The city thus came under Roman rule as a civil diocese within the 
Province of Asia and enjoyed a new period of prosperity. During the time of Revelation, the “current” city 
was nearly 400 years old.  It was located about 35 miles north of Ephesus and was considered the 
“crown of Asia” because of its pristine harbor and beautiful landscape which sat under the shadow of 
Mount Pagos.  Per Mounce, coins described the city as “first of Asia in beauty and size.” 

              

Smyrna was engulfed in religious persecution.  The church was “embattled” with the local 
emperor worship, pagan god worship and Jewish hostility.  You know the old saying, “trouble comes in 
threes.”  Per MacArthur, in 196 BC, a temple was constructed to worship “Rome,” called the Dia Roma.  
Later on, this temple was used to worship the “Caesars.”  Every year during civic games and ceremonies, 
every citizen was required to offer incense to the emperor.  Upon completion of this ritual, you were 
given a certificate of compliance.  The penalty for not having this certificate could have been the death 
penalty.  Other shrines, altars and temples were erected for the worship of Zeus, Apollo, Cybele, 
Aphrodite and Asclepius.  Smyrna claimed to be the birthplace of Homer (Greek Culture Father – 850 B.C.?) 

                              

         Zeus – Chief god         Apollo – Light/Music        Cybele – Mother goddess     Aphrodite – Love/Beauty    Asclepius - Medicine 

The Bible does not state how the church at Smyrna was established.  It is presumed that Paul 
planted this church during his ministry at Ephesus (Acts 19), or by his disciples.  Holman states that 
Smyrna had good harbor facilities, was at the end of a major road, and was surrounded by rich farmland.  
Per MacArthur, at the end of the first century, life for the Smyrna church was difficult and dangerous.  
The city, a long ally of Rome, was a hotbed of emperor worship.  Based upon their loyalty, Rome chose 
Smyrna as the place to build a temple to Tiberius in 26 A.D.  When an earthquake destroyed the temple at 
the end of the second century, Emperor Marcus Aurelius rebuilt it.  Under Emperor Domitian, it 
became a capital offense to refuse to offer the yearly sacrifice to the emperor.   

As stated, Smyrna was a beautiful city (200,000 per Mounce).  It stretched from the bay up the 
slopes of the Pagos, a large hill covered with temples and other public buildings.  The streets were well 
laid out, with the outlying ones lined with groves of trees.  Smyrna’s most famous street, the “Street of 
Gold,” curved around the slopes of the Pagos.  At one end of the Street of Gold was the temple of Cybele, 

Tiberius   14 A.D. – 37 A.D.  

Of the 7 Revelation cities, Smyrna is the only city that remains today (Izmir). 
There is a small town near Pergamum. 
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and at the other the temple of Zeus and in between were temples dedicated to Apollo, Asclepius, and 
Aphrodite.  It is said, that these buildings formed a “crown” around the city below.  (MacArthur) 

Smyrna means “myrrh.”  Myrrh was a perfume that was used for its fragrant properties 
specifically in preparing a dead body.  A person was “wrapped” in myrrh which lessened the foul smells 
emanating from the decaying body.  Myrrh has to be “crushed” in order to release its “sweet” aroma.  
Its association with suffering and death is well documented.  (See John 19:39 – Nicodemus brought 75 
pounds of “σµύρνα” (smyrna) or myrrh to help bury Jesus).  Therefore, Smyrna was known for its beauty 
and its suffering.   

Revelation 2:8-11    To the Church in Smyrna (Persecuted Church) 

8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: ‘The words of the first and the last, who 
died and came to life.  9 “‘ I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich) 
and the slander of those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of 
Satan. 10 Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to throw some 
of you into prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be 
faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life. 11 He who has an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The one who conquers will not be hurt by the 
second death.’ 

          

 

 
• To Smyrna. Churches in Smyrna and Philadelphia (3:7–13) receive no rebuke from King Jesus, 

who encourages them as they endure persecution. Roman Smyrna (modern Izmir) was a harbor 
city renowned for its temple to the Mother Goddess and for its provincial imperial cult temples to 
Tiberius (1st century A.D.) and Hadrian (2nd century). Strabo in his Geography (14.1.37) reported 
early-first-century Smyrna to be a beautiful city possessing paved streets, a library, a gymnasium, 
and a shrine to Homer. 

o A few inscriptions point to a Jewish presence in the city. Jewish opposition to Christians 
in Smyrna was alleged in the martyrdom accounts of Polycarp and of Pionius (2nd 
and 3rd centuries, cf. 2:9).  (ESV) 

• “ the words of …” (ESV) ὅδε This pronoun (this, these) is used only ten times in the NT, eight of 
which are in the expression τάδε λέγει. The force of this expression is always anticipatory: “He 
says the following [things].” Seven of the eight are used in the Apocalypse, all of which are in the 
messages to the churches. The pronoun is used to add solemnity to the prophetic utterance that 
follows (Wallace). 

Pictures of the ruins of Smyrna – not a large area.   Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, 
facing his martyrdom in 155 A.D. 

This is what Lord Jesus says…  
pay attention! 

In A.D. 26, because of its loyalty to Rome, it beat out 10 other cities for the privilege 
of building a temple to the Emperor Tiberias.   (Baker) 
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� As BDAG 553 points out, this formula was used by Persian kings as well as OT 
prophets in authoritative decrees, meaning “this is what ___ says”  (Muse per Wallace). 

� This phrase is used over 100 times (21 times in the Minor Prophets, 65 times in 
Ezekiel, and 30 times in Jeremiah) in the OT to relate to Yahweh’s 
pronouncements.  Here, Christ is clearly equated with Yahweh and assumes the 
role of God (Beale). 

• the first and the last, who died and came to life. To a church already suffering “slander” (v. 9) 
and soon to face persecution “unto death” (v. 10), Jesus identifies himself as Israel’s eternal 
Redeemer who prepared the way through death to resurrection life (1:17–18).  (ESV) 

o Christ was familiar with Smyrna’s sufferings.  He endured suffering.  He endured death.  
Yet He lives!   

o Per MacArthur NT Commentary, How can the ever-living One who transcends time, 
space and history die?  The apostle Peter reveals that answer in 1 Peter 3:18:  “Christ was 
put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit .”  He died in His incarnate humanness 
as the perfect sacrifice for sin, but now has come to life and lives forever “according to the 
power of an indestructible life.”  

o Per the NAC, the One who speaks to the church at Smyrna is the One who precedes all 
creation and will remain when all else is gone.  The statement is in keeping with the high 
Christology provided the reader in the prologue to John’s Gospel and moves along the 
same lines in suggesting both the preexistence and the eternity of Christ.   It serves as a 
providential reminder that whatever intervenes in the process of life and death is presided 
over by the One who knew about all from its inception and ultimately controls it all.   

o The city of Smyrna itself died in 600 B.C. (Alyattes-Lydia king) and was reborn again in 
290 B.C. to greater significance (Alexander the Great – 334 B.C., Lysimachus – 290 B.C.) (Baker) 

o Isaiah 41:4, 43:10, 44:6 and 48:12 all refer to God the Father as the “first and the last”  
� Isaiah 44:6:  Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the LORD of 

hosts: “I am the first and I am the last; besides me there is no god. 

• your poverty (but you are rich). Physically poor, the Smyrnan believers were spiritually rich (cf. 
James 2:5), whereas the Laodiceans (seventh church of Revelation group) thought themselves 
affluent but in Jesus’ eyes were bankrupt (Rev. 3:17).  

o The church’s opponents may say that they are Jews, but they have no legitimate claim to 
that name (John 8:39–44; Rom. 2:12–29). Quite to the contrary, they belong to the 
synagogue of Satan. The NT defines God’s people in relation to Jesus, not their 
genealogy.  (ESV) 

• Slander…Per the NAC, the Jews had become increasingly concerned about the inroads of the 
new faith within their ranks.  The fact that some Christians continued to associate closely with the 
synagogue was apparently not a matter of great comfort to Jewish leaders.  This became a crisis 
point in 90 A.D., with the “Curse of the Minim” in the Shemoneh ‘Esreh [synagogue prayer - 
where devout Jews prayed for curses to come upon the Nazarenes].   This document produced by 
the Jews is apparently to be understood primarily as an official effort to divest synagogue worship 
everywhere of those Christians who claimed to be Jewish.  The prayer stated, “May the Nazarenes 
and the Minim…be blotted out of the Book of Life and not enrolled along with the righteous.” 

• The early Christian Church was “slandered” for a number of reasons and misinterpretations… 
o They were cannibals because they “ate Christ’s body” and drank “the blood.” 
o Since they rejected the Greek gods, they were accused of “atheism.” 
o Because of their divine, fiery judgments, Christians were accused of being arsonists. 
o They participated in “love feasts,” and were accused of immorality and orgies. 

Per Baker, the church today has forgotten the centrality of “the fellowship of his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10) for the 
early church.  Suffering for Christ was a privilege, not just a sorrow.  It was certainly “painful” (Heb. 12:11) but was 
also considered a participation in Christ at a deeper level.  Tribulation, poverty, slander – “Strength” or “Problem?” 
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o Because of their rejection of the imperial cult, Christians were branded poor citizens and 
disloyal to Rome. 

o Because of their allegiance to Christ over family commitments, Christians were accused of 
splitting families.   (Luke 12:53) 
� Obviously this goes on today…homophobia, hypocrisy, intolerance, narrow-

minded, etc.  
• Per Hemer (Baker), the likely causes of “poverty”: mobs (both Jewish and pagan stirred up by 

Jewish hatred) destroying property; the fact that Christians were often among the poorest classes 
to begin with; the liberality of Christian giving in times of pressure (2 Cor. 8:2-5); the loss of jobs 
in a pagan atmosphere; and the lack of protection from the Romans that they afforded the Jews.   

• ten days … unto death. Per the NAC, many interpretations exist for the meaning here, but Hemer 
states that the “ten days” was a period in which those who were to be sent forth in gladiatorial 
combat were imprisoned…Smyrna Christians were being forced into combat or to be targets.  
The Smyrna Christians could be facing persecution as participants in the gladiator games.    

o The crown of life is the laurel wreath of victory [stephanos] that God promises to those 
who love him [not a royal crown – diadema].  
� The “Crowns” of the Bible 

Crown of Righteousness:  2 Timothy 4:8 
    Crown of Life:  James 1:12, Rev. 2:10 
        Crown of Glory:  1 Peter 5:4 
            Crown of Rejoicing: 1 Thessalonians 2:19   (soul winning) 
                Crown of Incorruptibility – 1 Corinthians 9:25   (honor the Word) 

o Just as one crushed the Smyrna plant to expose its aroma, so God was about to “crush” this 
church with persecution to expose the sweet aroma of endurance toward Christ.  This 
church had every reason to close.  Why wouldn’t you leave and set up camp somewhere 
else?  This church is commended for their faithfulness because the illegitimate “believers” 
had been eradicated.  Unbelievers don’t stick around for persecution.  They were forced to 
separate themselves from the world and cling to the eternal promises of Jesus!  (MacArthur) 

o Why didn’t Jesus give this church a break?   They had endured persecution and more 
trials were coming.  Oh…and by the way, these trials were being personally delivered by 
Satan himself.  How would you feel if you read this letter?  Disheartened or Encouraged?  
The interesting fact about early church martyrdom was the willingness and sense of 
privilege Christians felt while going through these trials.    
� Also, per MacArthur, possibly sometimes God wants to show Satan that his grip on 

all believers is unshakable!  Nothing can separate us from the love of God (Romans 
8:37-39), not even the evil works of Satan.  

• Per Ramsey (Baker), the Romans did not use imprisonment as a punishment for criminal activity.  
The Roman purposes for prison were: 1) coercion against recalcitrance (rebellion), 2)  detention 
pending trial, and 3) detention awaiting execution.  Most likely, the 2nd and 3rd are intended.  

• Osbourne (Baker) defines “ten days” as 1) a small, round number symbolizing a brief time period, 
2) it refers back to the 10 day testing period in Daniel 1:12-14, representing a limited time period, 
3) a long enough time period to represent serious persecution, 4)  ten major periods of Roman 
emperor persecution, 5)  a literal ten day period, 6)  the language of the arena, similar to 
inscriptions celebrating gladiatorial contests.  He favors 1-3.   

• ἀκουσάτω – akousato – “let him hear”  the third person imperative is normally translated Let him 
do, etc. This is easily confused in English with a permissive idea. Its force is more akin to he 
must, however, or periphrastically, I command him to … (Wallace) 

D. L. Moody:  “He who is born once will die twice.  He who is born twice will die once.“ 

McGee says the “10 days” are the ten periods 
of persecution leading up to Constantine. 

131 



1212 
 

• the one who conquers. Victory is the objective in a Christian’s spiritual warfare. The Lion of 
Judah, conquered as a slain Lamb, redeems people for God from every nation (5:5, 9). Believers 
who hold to their testimony conquer the dragon (12:11) and the beast (15:2).  (ESV) 

o The Greek word for “conquers” is “nikao” and is instructive, derived from the name of the 
Greek goddess of victory - Nike 

• The one who conquers by faithfulness in the face of death is immune from the second death (see 
Rev. 20:4–6).  The Second Death is eternal damnation and separation from God in Hell.  (ESV) 

• Per Baker’s summary of the letters to the churches, each reader in the individual city is reminded 
of the extent to which they are part of this world, for their churches all too often resemble their 
cities.  This builds on the NT pattern of teaching in which believers are called to be citizens of 
heaven more than earth (Phil. 3:17-21), seeking heavenly more than earthly treasure (Matt. 
6:19-20), and considering themselves to be “aliens and strangers” on this earth (1 Peter 1:1, 17, 2:11).   

• Osbourne (Baker) says the letter to the believers at Smyrna is especially for those who are going through 
hard times (persecution and trials).  There are four levels at which persecution can apply in a society like 
ours where overt persecution seldom occurs:  we can identify with the many Christians who are suffering 
around the world; we can realize that such persecution could happen here in the near future and be ready 
for it; we can ask ourselves how many compromises we have made in order to avoid any persecution at 
work or in secular society; and we can endure general trials that draw us away from the world and toward 
Christ.  God reminds the “Smyrna” Christians not to allow hard times to discourage them, for “all things 
work together for good” and even out of the ultimate persecution God will bring life.  We may not see the 
answers to our prayers until after death, but God will indeed vindicate his people. 

Approximately 60 years after John wrote Revelation, the bishop of Smyrna named Polycarp 
was executed for his faith at the age of 86.  Polycarp (69 – 155/156 AD) was a disciple of the apostle 
John.  On February 23, 155 AD, “persecution of the Christians began in Smyrna. During a festival and 
games where the proconsul, Statius Quadratus presided, eleven Christians, mostly from Philadelphia, 
were brought to be put to death in the stadium. Polycarp went into hiding on a farm on the outskirts of the 
city but he was betrayed, arrested, and brought back on the demands of the crowd.” (ephesustourguide.com)  

                   
 
Polycarp was arrested simply for being a Christian. At this time he was an old man at 86 years old 

and it is said the Roman proconsul took pity on him because of his age and said if he would just say 
“Caesar is Lord” and burn incense to Caesar, he would be released. But Polycarp refused and his 
response is still being repeated today. Polycarp replied, “”Eighty-six years I have served Christ, and He 
never did me any wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me? Bring forth what thou wilt”’  
To this the proconsul replied, “I have wild beasts I will throw you to.” And still Polycarp remained 
faithful to Christ and would not curse him responding, “ Call them. For repentance from better to worse 
is not permitted to us. But it is noble to change from what is evil to what is righteous.” The proconsul 
continued to threaten him saying, “Since you make light of the beasts, I will have you destroyed by fire 
unless you change your mind. Polycarp replied, “The fire you threaten burns but only an hour and is 

Polycarp at age 25 Polycarp was a disciple of John 
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quenched after a little. You do not know the fire of coming judgment and everlasting punishment who 
is laid up for all the impious. Why do you delay? Come! Do what you will.”  Polycarp was then 
sentenced to be bound and burned alive on a stake. As he stood by the stake, he asked not to be bound to 
it and said, “He who grants me to endure the fire will enable me also to remain on the pier unmoved 
without the security you desire from the nails.” (greatdreams.com)  Many Jews carried wood on the Sabbath 
in order to kill him (MacArthur) 

Besides his example of martyrdom, Polycarp was important to the early church as a preserver of 
the purity of the Gospel. He was not a creative or deep thinker, but he was an accurate transmitter of the 

first traditions of Christianity. The shouts of the enraged crowd, as reported by Eusebius are perhaps the 
highest tribute to him: “This is the teacher of Asia; this is the destroyer of our gods; this is the father 

of the Christians.”  (ephesustourguide.com)
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Revelation 2:12-17        To the Church in Pergamum   (Church of Compromise) 

12 “And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: ‘The words of him who has the sharp two-edged 
sword.  13 “‘I know where you dwell, where Satan's throne is. Yet you hold fast my name, and you did not 
deny my faith even in the days of Antipas my faithful witness, who was killed among you, where Satan 
dwells. 14 But I have a few things against you: you have some there who hold the teaching of Balaam, 
who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, so that they might eat food sacrificed 
to idols and practice sexual immorality. 15 So also you have some who hold the teaching of the 
Nicolaitans. 16 Therefore repent. If not, I will come to you soon and war against them with the sword of 
my mouth. 17 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who 
conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, with a new name 
written on the stone that no one knows except the one who receives it.’ 

Panorama of modern day Izmir 

This is what Lord Jesus says…  pay attention! 
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To Pergamum. The church at Ephesus resisted false teaching, and Smyrna endured persecution. Believers 
at Pergamum faced both assaults, withstanding persecution well but wrongly condoning dangerous 
deception. Pergamum was built on terraces leading up the only accessible slope of its acropolis. It was an 
important center for pagan and imperial religion, but there are also indications of Jewish religion (e.g., 
Cicero, For Flaccus 28; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 14.247–255).  (ESV) 

      The church at Pergamum was predominately Gentile.  Some of these Gentile believers had gone 
back into their pagan heritage and lapsed into “old pagan, sinful habits.”  We don’t know the exact 
origin of the church at Pergamum.  In Acts 16, Paul passed through the area on the Roman road 
meandering through this region of Asia Minor called Mysia.  The best understanding probably comes 
from Acts 19:10, where Paul’s three year ministry at Ephesus (about 100 miles to the south) impacted the 
entire Asia Minor region.   

Pergamum's library on the Acropolis (the ancient Library of Pergamum) was the second best in the 
ancient Greek civilization.   Pergamum was also a flourishing center for the production of parchment 
[animal skin], which had been used in Asia Minor long before the rise of the city. The library at 
Pergamum was believed to contain 200,000 volumes [hand written!], which Mark Antony later gave to 
Cleopatra as a wedding present.  (Wiki) 

• “ the words of …” (ESV) ὅδε This pronoun (this, these) is used only ten times in the NT, eight of 
which are in the expression τάδε λέγει. The force of this expression is always anticipatory: “He 
says the following [things].” Seven of the eight are used in the Apocalypse, all of which are in the 
messages to the churches. The pronoun is used to add solemnity to the prophetic utterance that 
follows (Wallace) 

o As BDAG 553 points out, this formula was used by Persian kings as well as OT prophets 
in authoritative decrees, meaning “this is what ___ says” (Muse per Wallace). 

o This phrase is used over 100 times (21 times in the Minor Prophets, 65 times in Ezekiel, 
and 30 times in Jeremiah) in the OT to relate to Yahweh’s pronouncements.  Here, Christ 
is clearly equated with Yahweh and assumes the role of God (Beale). 

• Christ’s reference to the sharp two-edged sword proceeding from his mouth forewarns that the 
church’s failure to discipline false teachers will prompt him to intervene directly (2:16).  (ESV) 

• The introduction of Jesus in verse 12 is not welcoming or soothing.  This description is 
threatening.  Ephesus had a vision of Christ as caring, leading while Smyrna had one of hope.   

o Hebrews 4:12 
� For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, 

piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and 
discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.  

• Pergamum hosted temples dedicated to “the divine Augustus and the goddess Roma” and to 
Asclepius (the god of healing, symbolized by serpents), and a large altar dedicated to Zeus. The 
worship of the emperor as a god was also strongly emphasized, even required, in the province of 

10,000 seat theater  
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Asia, and it was a major problem for Christians at the time. All of this qualifies Pergamum to be 
called the site of Satan’s throne. Amid oppressive paganism, a believer named Antipas had 
sealed his testimony with his life, and Jesus shares with Antipas his own title, faithful witness (cf. 
1:5).  (ESV) 

• Per MacArthur, This was the 1st city in the Roman world to build a temple dedicated to Caesar.   
o Tradition says that Antipas was burned to death inside a brass bull. They had created a 

brass bull hallowed out, they set afire and put him in it.  The church saw that and it 
happened among them, they watched “my faithful one” become a martyr.  Yet, the church 
never deviated from their faith and the church never denied the name of Christ! 

Satan’s Throne  -  Temples to Emperors and False gods – “Temple-keepers of Asia” 

         

In 29 B.C. Pergamum was given the privilege of establishing a cult for the goddess Roma and the 
emperor Octavian/Caesar Augustus. The coin below is from Pergamum and shows the facade of the city's 
temple to Augustus. Along with rites honoring the emperor, the city held sacred games.  Cities competed 
for the privilege of building imperial temples in order to enhance their prestige, to foster good relations 
with Rome, to provide opportunities for people to serve as priests, and to bring revenue into the 
community.  (www.luthersem.edu) 

                

Sanctuary of Asclepius                       “The Pergamese god”     

      A very famous individual came from Pergamum, his name was Galen [130 – 200 A.D.] and he was the 
second most famous medical person in the ancient world, the most famous being Hippocrates. Any doctor before 
he can go through the processes takes what is known as the Hippocratic oath which is the ethical statement made by 
Hippocrates that should be the standard by which any medical practitioner applies his trade. But next to 
Hippocrates was Galen and he was the second great shining medical mind.  (MacArthur)  Galen had perfected his 
medical expertise in the care of wounded and dying gladiators.  

Temple of Trajan – finished by Hadrian 

Temple of Dionysus – 
Greek god of wine, 

theatre, and  fertility 

Coin – Temple of Augustus 
Temple of Athena – virgin god of reason, arts 

and literature 
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                 The city also had a healing center called the Asclepeion, built in honor of Asclepius, the Greek serpent-
god. In the first century, this was a cross between a hospital and a health spa, where patients could get everything 
from a mud bath to a major surgery. Even the emperors came all the way from Rome to be treated here, but this was 
no ordinary doctor's visit.  “If you were a terminal patient , you were not allowed to go into the Asclepeion,” says 
Renner [A Light in Darkness]. “These Asclepeion priests didn’t want anyone hearing that someone had died in the 
Asclepeion. There was a huge sign just above the official entrance to the Asclepeion that said, ‘Death is not 
permitted here.’ So the only way you were going to get in to begin with is if they knew you were going to live.” 

Patients entered through an underground tunnel. Then they drank a sedative, and spent the night in the 
dormitories of the Asclepeion, while non-poisonous snakes crawled around them all night. They were told that 
the serpent-god Asclepius would speak to them in their dreams and give them a diagnosis.  “It was believed that the 
snakes carried the healing power of Asclepius,” and if a snake slithered across you while you were sleeping at 
night, that was a divine sign that healing power was coming to you.”  (www.cbn.com)    FYI, Caesar Augustus, 
who was an alcoholic, came here to “dry out.” 

                     … 

The Altar of Zeus – Satan’s Throne     (7 Wonders of the World – Statue of Zeus at Olympia – 435 B.C.) 

                  

An altar to the god Zeus was one of the most impressive structures on Pergamum’s acropolis. The 
altar’s stairs, columns, and sculptured sides once stood forty feet high. Today only the steps around the 
altar’s base can be seen. The sides of the altar were ornamented with marble panels that depicted a 
mythical battle between the Greek gods and the rebellious giants, who were the sons of mother earth. The 
altar was built several centuries before Christ to commemorate the victories of the armies of Pergamum.  
(ESV)   This altar has been reconstructed in the Pergamum Museum in Berlin.   

Satan’s throne is not in Hell – it’s on Earth!  He is the prince of this world (2 Cor. 4:4, Eph. 2:2, 
John 12:31).  Christ said “I will build my church and the gates of hell will not overcome it (Matt. 16:18).  

• As the Israelites migrated through the wilderness, the prophet Balaam, prevented from cursing 
them, advised Moab’s king to seduce them into both sexual and spiritual adultery (Num. 25:1–2; 
31:16). Likewise the Nicolaitans, though opposed in Ephesus, were spreading sexual and spiritual 
infidelity at Pergamum. 

o Numbers 25:1-2, 9;  While Israel lived in Shittim, the people began to whore with the 
daughters of Moab. 2 These invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people 

View of Acropolis from 
the Asclepion 

Site of the Altar of Zeus Altar of Zeus - Berlin 
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ate and bowed down to their gods… Nevertheless, those who died by the plague were 
twenty-four thousand… 

o 2 Corinthians 6:14:  Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has 
righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness? 

• Per the NAC, of the many opinions of the teaching of Nicolaitanism, three are noteworthy: 
o Per the early church bishop Irenaeus (born in Smyrna in 130 – died 202), they were 

followers of Nicolas, one of the seven originally set aside to serve as the first deacons of 
the Jerusalem church (Acts 6:1-6).  They believed a divine Christ came on a human Jesus.  
Also, they adopted a form of Gnosticism (body and soul spiritually separate)   

o A group seeking to impose a unique authority over the church – early church “priesthood.” 
o A group that misrepresented Pauline liberty and disdained anything remotely considered 

legalistic (antinomianism – “anti – law”).  Since Christians are “free” from the Mosaic 
Law, Jesus didn’t intend for any “law” to be obeyed.  Sin doesn’t “touch” the spirit. 

• Compromise with worldly morality and pagan doctrine was prevalent in the church, especially in 
the third century when Christianity became popular. So compromise with pagan morality and 
departure from biblical faith soon corrupted the church.  (BKC) 

• The hidden manna draws parallels to the Exodus manna that physically sustained the nation Israel 
during the wilderness wanderings and probably confounded other nations as to how millions of 
“Jews” were surviving in the desert.  Even now, God is able to provide sustaining providence for 
the persecuted church. (NAC) 

• Historically, a white stone was given to victors at games for entrance to banquets (the messianic 
banquet); such a stone was also used by jurors at trials to vote for acquittal. (ESV)  

• Per the NAC, the promises for the overcomers at Pergamum include sustenance with heavenly 
manna, holiness indicated by acquittal and recognized by a white stone and certain intimacy given 
by the authority of Christ to the individual believer.   

• The church is never to be a place where unbelievers feel safe and secure. It's to be a place where 
unbelievers feel frightened though loved, fearful though welcome and where they can hear the 
truth and be saved. You can never suppress error by compromising with it. Yes, we want to 
reach out in love. Yes, we want to bring in unbelievers to hear the truth of Christ and experience 
our love and experience our kindness and our graciousness. But never give them the false 
security that they belong until they know Jesus Christ which knowing is made manifest in their 
life. Compromise is so serious Christ says if you don't stop, I'll make war against them with the 
sword of My mouth.  (MacArthur) 
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…  

             

The Temple of Trajan                             
(built during Hadrian) 

View from Temple of Trajan 

The Temple of Dionysus (Bacchus) 
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